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Developing collaboration and dialogue in contractor forestry: a case study in the 
tradition of realist evaluation
Christer Sandahla and Lotta Woxblomb

aDepartment of Learning, Informatics, Management and Ethics, Karolinska Institutet, Stockholm, Sweden; bSkogforsk, Uppsala, Sweden

ABSTRACT  
This study describes and evaluates a long-term training program to improve dialogue between 
clients and contractors in two forestry companies. A comparative case study design was used. 
Interviews were conducted at three points: prior to training (n = 28), three months after 
completion (n = 30), and at a seven-year follow-up (n = 14). Analysis resulted in a program 
theory formulated as a context-mechanism-outcome (CMO) configuration to guide future 
dialogue-based training in interdependent forestry systems. In contexts characterized by diverse 
expectations, varied role understandings, and differing organizational cultures, sustainable 
change depends on both individual and structural factors. Central mechanisms include fostering 
shared understanding of roles and the forestry value chain, developing dialogical skills (e.g. 
active listening, reflection, feedback), linking training to everyday work practices, supporting 
psychological safety and constructive conflict engagement, and ensuring sustained 
organizational follow-up. These mechanisms are associated with short-term improvements in 
openness, trust, and teamwork; medium-term application of dialogical skills in cross- 
organizational collaboration; and long-term normalization of feedback practices and sustained 
cooperation. Lasting impact depends on participant preparation, alignment of expectations, 
practical relevance, and organizational support. Overall, the study shows that dialogue-based 
training can achieve lasting organizational change when embedded in supportive 
organizational contexts that reinforce learning and collaboration over time.
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Introduction

Sweden’s forest sector is a major contributor to the 
national economy and accounts for approximately 9– 
12% of Sweden’s industrial employment, exports, 
and value added, supporting around 140,000 jobs. 
The Swedish forestry industry is organized as an inte
grated value chain connecting forest owners, harvest
ing and transport contractors, and wood-processing 
industries. It is based on a mixed ownership structure, 
with private individuals, forest companies, and the 
state as the main forest owners, and is strongly 
oriented toward export markets (www. 
forestindustries.se).

Forestry services, including harvesting operations, are 
mostly carried out by contractors. The proportion 
employed by contracting companies is about 85% of 
the workforce (Swedish Forest Agency 2020). Swedish 
logging contractors are predominantly small, owner- 
managed enterprises providing mechanized harvesting 
and forwarding services under contract to forest compa
nies and forest owner associations. Their operations are 

highly capital-intensive and characterized by substantial 
investments in machinery, relatively low operating 
margins, and limited influence over contract prices. Con
sequently, profitability depends on maintaining high 
machine utilization and productivity while managing 
fluctuations in fuel, labor, maintenance, and financing 
costs. In addition, contractors face increasing techno
logical, environmental, and regulatory requirements 
that require continuous investment and adaptation, 
not least the transition to fossil-free operations (Hägg
ström et al. 2013; Ager 2014; Häggström and Lindroos 
2016; Gustafsson and Lindblad 2026).

How the contractors perform operationally impacts 
the forest industry supply chain immensely (Johansson 
et al. 2021). Important factors for achieving both pro
ductivity improvements and lower harvesting costs are 
good relationships and cooperation between contrac
tors and clients (Larsson 2009; Erlandsson 2016). 
Greater focus on aspects such as training, developed 
knowledge exchange, motivation, trust, teamwork, 
good dialogue and effective communication are 
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prerequisites mentioned in this context (Larsson 2009; 
Häggström and Lindroos 2016).

Based on interviews with production supervisors and 
contractors, Johansson et al. (2021) identified factors 
that drive or hinder contractor performance. Capability 
in terms of resources and competence was identified as 
most important hinders and drivers by the production 
supervisors. For the contractors, incentives were regarded 
as most important for motivation, especially if they 
affected the economy negatively. Relationships and col
laboration were also considered crucial factors by the con
tractors which affected their delivery, information and 
goal attainment. Both are dependent on profitability for 
their survival, but to achieve this, contractors must rely 
heavily on the relations and communications with the 
representatives of their clients. From the perspective of 
industry, contractors are only one factor among many 
in the complexities of the business chain. Consequently, 
contractors are not always given the highest priority. Frus
trations can arise in both systems. Among forest manage
ment staff, it can happen when they experience that a 
contractor does not have the degree of competence or 
resources they expect, and among contractors when 
incentives are unsatisfying, when they lack essential infor
mation, or are not given the necessary conditions to 
perform their tasks (Johansson et al. 2021).

Problems associated with inadequate communication 
between forestry contractors and their clients, including 
insufficient information about planned harvesting oper
ations, have been reported previously (Larsson 2009; 
Ager 2014). Limited information and short planning hor
izons may leave contractors with insufficient time to 
prepare for operations, for example by inspecting har
vesting sites before work begins, and have been associ
ated with increased work-related stress (Hultåker 2006). 
Communication has also been identified as a potential 
factor in organizational change in forestry, particularly 
where established work practices and attitudes need 
to be reconsidered (Södergren and Thor 2003).

Johansson et al. (2021) found that communication and 
relationships between contractors and forest manage
ment staff were associated with contractor performance 
and the achievement of operational goals. Because con
tractors’ economic outcomes are partly dependent on 
their interactions with clients, the quality and predictabil
ity of these interactions may affect operational efficiency 
and business outcomes. Conversely, inadequate com
munication, changes to harvesting plans at short notice, 
and differences in incentives may increase the risk of 
operational disruptions and financial losses for both con
tractors and forest companies.

Coordination between forestry contractors and their 
clients requires the exchange and interpretation of 

information concerning work requirements, operational 
constraints, and expected outcomes. This is particularly 
relevant in forestry because operations are conducted 
under variable site and weather conditions, and contrac
tors must translate client requirements into decisions 
made during field operations. Differences in the 
interpretation of work objectives, responsibilities, and 
performance expectations may therefore contribute to 
misunderstandings and divergent expectations 
between contractors and clients.

Research on teamwork and organizational learning 
suggests that increasing the amount of communication 
does not necessarily resolve such problems. Effective col
laboration instead requires processes through which par
ticipants can exchange relevant information, clarify 
interpretations, identify differences in expectations, and 
establish a shared basis for coordinated action (Salas 
et al. 2013; Kluger and Itzchakov 2022). Dialogue-based 
approaches, in which participants consider alternative per
spectives and examine assumptions underlying their own 
positions, have been proposed as one means of support
ing these processes (Döös and Wilhelmson 2011). Conse
quently, examining dialogue in contractor-client 
relationships is relevant not because communication is 
inherently beneficial, but because the way participants 
interact may affect how operational information, responsi
bilities, and expectations are interpreted and coordinated.

Research on team development and behavioral 
change provides support for structured, experiential 
approaches to developing interaction and collaboration 
skills. Training interventions incorporating practice, 
feedback, and reflection on work-related situations 
have been associated with improvements in individual 
and team performance, although effects vary with inter
vention design and organizational context (Kluger and 
DeNisi 1996; Salas et al. 2012, 2013; Lee 2022). Training 
is more likely to be effective when it addresses identified 
performance needs and is adapted to the organizational 
and task context rather than implemented as a generic 
intervention (Salas et al. 2012, 2013, 2025). Transfer of 
newly acquired behaviors to everyday work may also 
require opportunities for application, feedback, and 
follow-up; isolated training events are less likely to 
produce sustained behavioral change (Salas et al. 2025).

Most research in this area has examined change 
within a single organizational system rather than 
across organizational boundaries. To our knowledge, 
based on searches of Google Scholar, training interven
tions addressing relationships, communication, dialo
gue, and behavioral change have not yet been 
systematically implemented and evaluated in the for
estry sector. This represents a research gap concerning 
how interventions aimed at interaction and 
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collaboration can be designed and evaluated between 
forestry contractors and their clients. Studying such an 
intervention across organizational boundaries may also 
provide insight into how interaction and behavioral 
change develop when participants operate within 
different organizational contexts and have partly 
different responsibilities and interests.

Against this background, this study describes and 
evaluates a long-term training program designed to 
improve dialogue between forestry clients and contrac
tors. The research was initiated and funded by Skogforsk, 
one of the primary research organizations supporting the 
Swedish forestry sector. The training programs them
selves were independently planned, implemented, and 
financed by the participating companies. Following posi
tive pilot studies in communication training, company 
management identified the potential for a more compre
hensive, long-term intervention to improve collaboration 
and contribute to sustained profitability.

The overall purpose of the training program was to 
support long-term profitability across the forestry 
value chain by strengthening dialogue and introducing 
structured procedures for discussions concerning oper
ational performance and business development. More 
specifically, the program aimed to enable contractors 
and forest management staff to: 

1. collaborate to create conditions for an effective and 
transparent follow-up culture;

2. develop a shared understanding of the entire process 
and of each other’s working conditions;

3. function as coordinated teams despite representing 
different organizational systems; and

4. apply a structured model for evaluating completed 
work to enable constructive dialogue, strengthening 
role confidence, and fostering long-term business 
relationships.

Initial program theory

This study is situated primarily within the field of social 
psychology, with a focus on research on teamwork. The 
model for realist evaluation (Pawson and Tilley 1997) 
forms the scientific basis for this study. In realist evalu
ation, program outcomes are understood as arising 
through context-mechanism-outcome (CMO) configur
ations, whereby contextual conditions influence 
whether an intervention triggers mechanisms that gener
ate particular outcomes. The aim is to develop program 
theory that explains not only whether an intervention 
works, but also how, for whom, and under what contex
tual conditions it produces its effects. The training pro
gram’s four goals were organized around three main 

themes which form the basis of the program theory: 
1. Context (particularly patterns of collaboration and 
organizational understanding), 2. Teamwork, and 3. Learn
ing a structured model for feedback.

Context

Contextual factors critically shape work and collabor
ation in all organizations (Pettigrew and Whipp 1991; 
Woods and West 2019; Sandahl and von Knorring 
2023). One aim of the program was to foster an 
effective and transparent follow-up culture. Clear, well- 
functioning organizational structures are expected to 
facilitate mutual understanding and collaboration 
between representatives of different systems. Multiple 
open systems interact within the program, including 
large forestry companies, smaller contractor businesses, 
and the training system. To prevent communication and 
collaboration issues within such a complex structure, 
participants need a shared understanding of these dis
tinct systems (Woods and West 2019). 

Hypothesis 1: Effective and sustainable collaboration 
between contractors and forest management staff 
should be based on

1. A shared understanding of the entire forest chain, and

2. An understanding of each other’s working conditions 
and realities.

Hackman (2002) and Salas et al. (2012) have studied the 
importance of the surrounding organization for people who 
are collaborating in teams within organizations. Their con
clusions were that a work group functions better if it oper
ates in a supportive organization that ensures that the team 
receives the resources it needs, opportunities for skills 
development, and where the teamwork is in line with the 
organization’s overall goals. All levels of the organization 
(even those not directly involved, such as senior manage
ment) need to support and encourage the program. 

Hypothesis 2: Within a training program to develop dia
logue and teamwork in the different participating 
systems and between representatives of the systems, 
basic conditions for dialogue and communication must 
be in place, such as

1. Resources in terms of time and continued skills devel
opment, and

2. Support from senior management.

Teamwork

Usually, a team is thought of as a group that consists of 
members from the same organization. In this case, one 
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goal of the training was that individual contractors and 
members of forest management staff form teams with 
the common goal of creating the highest value for 
both the contractor and the client.

The following aspects of a well-functioning team 
were highlighted in the training. It is a distinguishable 
group of two or more people who interact and are 
dependent on each other to achieve set goals, which 
are clear, meaningful, challenging and engaging. The 
team should have a certain stability of membership 
and have a mandate to carry out its mission (Hackman 
2002; West 2012; Salas et al. 2013).

Two competing logics were applied in the two parti
cipating companies (A and B). In company A it was 
assumed that it would be an advantage if contractors 
and forest management staff participated in the same 
program. In company B it was assumed that one must 
start with oneself to change relationships. By developing 
communication skills in interaction with colleagues, one 
can, according to this line of reasoning, assume that the 
skills will show in other business relations. 

Hypothesis 3a: Developing teamwork between repre
sentatives of different systems requires the participation 
of members of both systems.

Hypothesis 3b: By developing teamwork and communi
cation skills in one system, the skills will show in the 
interaction with members of other systems.

Experiential learning

The training in this project was based on the principles 
of experiential learning (Kolb 2014). According to these 
principles, knowledge that includes abilities, such as 
communication and dialogue, cannot be learned intel
lectually only, but must be practiced and reflected on. 
Kolb (Ibid.) described how this type of knowledge devel
ops with 1. an experience that one 2. reflects on, which 
leads to some form of 3. understanding or conceptualiz
ation, after which one tries to 4. act in a partially new 
way, which leads to 5. new experiences that give rise to 
6. new reflection, and so on. 

Hypothesis 4: To influence the participants’ attitudes 
and ways of being in relation to each other, the training 
must take its point of departure from their experiences 
of daily work.

Research has shown that experiential learning 
requires a sufficient degree of trust between course par
ticipants, in course management and in the organiz
ation-as-a-whole (Lencioni 2002; Wheelan 2005; Salas 
et al. 2025). Since conflict is inevitable in team develop
ment, methods are needed to handle them in a con
structive way. There need to be clear agreements and 

a readiness to hold each other accountable. When 
these building blocks are put in place, which requires 
attention from the trainers, leadership skills and knowl
edge of group dynamics, the members of the training 
group gradually become better at focusing on 
common goals (Lencioni 2002; Wheelan 2005). 

Hypothesis 5: A training program aiming at the partici
pants to acquire new attitudes and ways of being in 
work is a process which passes through different 
phases before trust and accountability can be 
established.

Aim

This study aims to describe a training program designed 
to strengthen dialogue between clients and contractors 
in contractor-based forestry, evaluate its short- and long- 
term effectiveness in achieving intended outcomes for 
forest management staff, contractors, and their collabor
ation, and examine and refine the theoretical assump
tions underpinning the program.

Methods

Over the past decades, qualitative research has gained 
increasing acceptance and become more widely 
applied in scientific disciplines previously dominated 
by quantitative methods. There is growing recognition 
of the crucial role of context in social interventions. 
The complexity of different contexts makes randomized 
controlled trials in organizational settings nearly imposs
ible to conduct. As qualitative methodologies have 
evolved, scholars have emphasized the importance of 
grounding such studies in theoretical frameworks that 
are clearly linked to the knowledge domain of the inter
vention under investigation (Malterud 2016).

As mentioned above, realist evaluation (Pawson and 
Tilley 1997) forms the scientific basis for this study. The 
initial program theory was based on descriptions of 
the training program, observations from training ses
sions, and discussions with the trainers. This approach 
allowed us to capture the implicit program theory that 
guided the design of the program. In realist evaluation, 
the program theory is typically formulated prior to 
implementation. In this case, however, this was not poss
ible, as the research commenced shortly before the start 
of the already planned training, which had been devel
oped in collaboration with the participating companies. 
Nevertheless, we consider that the program theory we 
formulated accurately reflects the mental models and 
intentions underpinning the implementation.

The refined program theory, the result of Realist 
Evaluation, was developed based on verification of the 
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underlying hypotheses. The analysis followed three 
sequential steps: (1) assessing goal attainment, (2) verify
ing the hypotheses, and (3) developing the refined 
program theory.

Within the framework of Realist Evaluation (Pawson 
and Tilley 1997), the Kirkpatrick Model (Kirkpatrick and 
Kirkpatrick 2006) also informed this study. The model, 
widely used in the evaluation of training programs, com
prises four levels: (1) reactions (engagement, relevance, 
and satisfaction); (2) learning (knowledge, skills, atti
tudes, confidence, and commitment); (3) behavior (criti
cal behaviors); and (4) organizational outcomes (e.g. 
established procedures).

The research project is a comparative process and 
case study, based on an empirical enquiry that investi
gates a phenomenon within its real-life context (Yin 
2009). Some elements of action research (Greenwood 
and Levin 2006; McIntyre 2007) were also applied in 
the sense that researchers participated as observers at 
several training occasions and presented progress.

Ethical issues

Participants provided written consent, and data was 
anonymized. Interview material was handled confiden
tially, and in line with GDPR, participants could access, 
correct, delete, or restrict processing of their personal 
data. The study was approved by The Regional Review 
Board of Uppsala (Dnr 2016/113) and by the Swedish 
Ethical Review Authority (Dnr 2024-07746-02).

The training program

A program which consisted of training and supervision 
meetings was carried out during the years 2016–2018. 
Participants were forest management staff and contrac
tor-owners hired by two forestry companies.

Company A is a business unit within the Company A 
Group. They employ about 500 people in four districts 
which cover all of Sweden. The unit manages 
Company A group’s forests, procure wood for 
Company A group’s Swedish sawmills, paper and paper
board mills. In addition, they purchase and sell wood 
from Swedish private forest owners, forest owner associ
ations, and sawmills. The training program described in 
this report was carried out in a unit in the Southern 
District.

Company B manages Company B group’s forest hold
ings. They employ about 700 people, mainly in the 
northern part of Sweden. Like Company A, they also 
procure wood for Company B group’s Swedish sawmills, 
paper and paperboard mills. In addition, they buy timber 
from private forest owners and offer forestry services. 

The project described in this report was carried out at 
a unit in the northern part of Sweden.

In Company A, forest management staff and harvest
ing and haulage contractors were included, whereas 
Company B chose to conduct the intervention with 
forest management staff only. The training program at 
each company lasted for a period of 1.5 years and 
started with a time lag of approximately 6 months.

The working format during the meetings was interac
tive. At the meetings, participants alternated between 
theory, individual work and group discussions. The 
framework for the program consisted of models on 
1. How to build a functioning team, 2. Effective dialogue, 
and 3. Professional evaluation and feedback. These 
building blocks were practiced in different situations 
and for different topics during and between the 
meetings.

The training was centered around situations where 
dialogue was required. The situations most often 
worked with were joint analysis of the work performed 
when the so-called feedback model was applied. The 
basis of this model was that the person who performed 
a task was the expert when the result was to be evalu
ated. The performer started by describing how the 
work had progressed from his or her perspective, after 
which the other party provided feedback from their per
spective on what was good and bad and why. The feed
back given related to conditions and delivery of the 
work. The recipient then got a chance to react to the 
points of view that had been made.

At Company A, the initiative began in May 2016 and 
ended in December 2017. This included a total of 7 
meetings: 4 training meetings and 3 supervision meet
ings. After an initial two-day meeting, the entire group 
met for one full day every six months. During the 
period between meetings, supervision was carried out 
in smaller groups on three occasions. Two days were 
set aside for the final meeting in December 2017.

The training at Company B began at the end of 
October 2016 and continued until the end of May 
2018. A total of 9 meetings; 4 training meetings and 
5 supervision meetings were carried out during the 
period. After an initial 2-day meeting, the entire 
group met for one day every six months. In addition, 
supervision was carried out in smaller groups on two 
occasions and in the whole group on three occasions. 
Two days were set aside for the final meeting in May 
2018.

While Company A maintained the training’s original 
focus on dialogue in the chain with several actors as par
ticipants, after some time Company B chose to shift 
focus to the group and the participants’ personal devel
opment as colleagues and leaders.
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The training program at Company A was carried out 
by two course leaders, while only one of them carried 
out the training at Company B. Between the meetings, 
the course leaders were available for ongoing support 
by phone or email.

Data collection

The training programs were followed by the research 
team from the beginning to the end. One researcher 
(CS, recruited as a senior researcher for this project 
only) participated in planning to align the research 
with the training program’s needs but was not involved 
in decisions regarding the training’s content or design.

Individual data was collected on three occasions from 
each training program before the first training session (n  
= 28), three months after completion of the training (n =  
30), and at a seven-year follow-up, at which point many 
had found new job opportunities, and therefore were 
not included (n = 14) (see Table 1). The conditions for 
conducting the study did not change over time.

On all three occasions, interviews with open-ended 
questions were asked within a few predetermined 
themes linked to the purpose of the project and the 
content of the training. The participants were asked to 
describe how they experienced the training effort and 
the situation after the training. Except for the seven- 
year follow-up, data collection also included a question
naire regarding work satisfaction and a survey of disrup
tions during the preceding three months. With a few 
exceptions, data collection took place through personal 
meetings with the respondents at one of the participat
ing forestry companies’ offices. In some cases, the inter
views were conducted by telephone. One hour was 
allocated per respondent and session for data collection. 
The interviews were recorded using a mobile phone.

The seven-year follow-up
Due to personal circumstances, work on this manuscript 
was delayed for several years. This delay enabled an 
unplanned long-term follow-up, which provided an 
opportunity to find out what the participants remem
bered from the training and whether any of the out
comes from the previous follow-up could be observed. 

The seven-year follow-up was based on telephone inter
views only, lasting 30–60 min.

Work satisfaction questionnaire
A preliminary 34-item questionnaire assessing work sat
isfaction in the forestry industry was developed and 
administered in this study. Following the first data col
lection, an explorative factor analysis was carried out, 
based on a total of 28 survey responses. Such a limited 
number of responses is acceptable when the primary 
goal is to reduce the number of items of a questionnaire, 
within the context of a mainly qualitative study (Cudeck 
2000). The statistical analysis resulted in five indexes 
with a total of 14 items. Each index had satisfactory hom
ogeneity with Cronbach alpha >0.7. Each index is 
reported as the mean value of the questions included 
in the respective index. The five indexes were: (1) 
Follow-up of work, (2) Responsibility, (3) Health, (4) 
Quality, and (5) Developing dialogue.

Survey of disruptions
A mapping of the time spent on different types of dis
ruptions, delays and deviations in the respondents’ 
daily work was carried out at the beginning of the 
project period. An anchoring model called Timeline 
follow-back (TLFB) was used (Sobell et al. 2001). It con
sisted of a calendar to make retrospective estimates of 
critical incidents 90 days before the interview. Memory 
aids, such as important dates, for example birthdays 
and holidays, were used to make it easier to remember.

Participant observations
In addition, two researchers (LW, employed as senior 
researcher at Skogforsk, and the research assistant MS, 
at the time employed as researcher at Skogforsk) partici
pated as observers, one at a time, at a total of 7 whole- 
group training sessions to describe the training effort 
and how it was implemented in practice. They took 
notes, documented themes that were discussed and 
interventions from the trainers, but did not participate 
in the discussions.

Table 1. Number of respondents included before training, at three months after end of training and at the seven-year follow-up.

Category

Company A Company B

Before 
training

3-month follow-up after 
completion of training

7-years 
follow-up

Before 
training

3-months follow-up after 
completion of training

7-years 
follow-up

Forest management 
staff

5 6 3 6 7 3

Contractors 9 8 5 8 9 3
Total 14 14 8 14 16 6

6 C. SANDAHL AND L. WOXBLOM



Analysis

The data collected from the questionnaire and the dis
ruption survey do not meet the requirements for a quan
titatively based analysis. However, within the context of 
a qualitative realist evaluation of the program theory, 
these data serve as valuable information for comparing 
the contexts of Company A and Company B, which is 
necessary to draw conclusions regarding Hypothesis 3.

Comparison of contextual factors of company A 
and company B

Both training programs were undertaken in similarly 
sized units within Swedish industrial groups that 
procure wood for sawmills and paper production while 
collaborating with private forest owners. Although 
minor differences existed in organizational structure 
and ownership, the companies were largely comparable. 
Their respective training programs were implemented in 
different regions of Sweden, Company A in the south 
and Company B in the north.

Questionnaire results on work satisfaction were stable 
over time and across both programs. Despite the small 
number of respondents, consistent patterns across 
sub-groups supported the reliability of the findings. 
Overall, participants were generally satisfied with their 
work situation, except regarding the follow-up of work 
(see Tables 2 and 3).

Follow-up practices, intended to involve dialogue and 
analysis during field visits and meetings, varied consider
ably in practice. Some contractors perceived follow-up 
more as control than as constructive dialogue. In con
trast, responsibility was generally seen as clear by both 
contractors and forest management staff, with 
occasional uncertainties related to specific operational 
issues.

Contractors rated their health slightly lower than 
forest management staff but still found it satisfactory; 
interviews suggested contractors experienced more col
laboration-related frustration. Most respondents found 
their work meaningful and were satisfied with its 

quality. Both groups believed they had sufficient knowl
edge for constructive dialogue and reported mutual 
learning when meeting.

Disruptions, delays, and deviations were similar in 
both programs. Contractors mainly faced planning 
deficiencies that delayed logging, while forest manage
ment staff were burdened by administrative tasks and 
contractual disagreements. During and after harvesting, 
both groups dealt with operational and reporting issues. 
Time spent on such problems ranged from 29 to 57 h 
over three months (6–12% of working time). Although 
such issues may be considered part of normal work, 
they often cause frustration and stress, affecting 
cooperation and job satisfaction.

In conclusion, aside from regional differences, the two 
companies showed strong similarities in structure, tasks, 
work satisfaction, and the nature of work-related 
disruptions.

Results

The results are presented in three sections: the first 
addresses conclusions regarding goal attainment, the 
second presents our analysis of the five hypotheses 
and the third describes the refined program theory.

The extent to which the intended goals were 
achieved

The account below is structured according to the four 
levels of the Kirkpatrick model (Kirkpatrick and Kirkpa
trick 2006). It is based on an analysis of each separate 
follow-up interview, in which statements have been 
categorized in line with the model.

Goal attainment at the three-month follow-up 
(results summarized in Table 4)
The participants of the Company A program expressed 
that the project had been valuable and that there had 
been an open atmosphere allowing free expression of 
thoughts and feelings during the meetings.

Table 2. Work satisfaction before the training program and three-month follow-up after end of training, Company A.

Work satisfaction index

Forest management staff Contractors

Before training 
started (n=  4)

3-month follow-up 
after completion of 

training (n = 4)
Before training 
started (n = 8)

3-month follow-up 
after completion of 

training (n = 8)

M Sd M Sd M Sd M Sd

Follow-up of work 2.4 1.1 2.8 0.7 2.9 1.2 2.5 1.2
Responsibility 3.8 0.7 3.8 0.6 4.3 0.7 4.0 1.0
Stress and health 4.8 0.5 4.8 0.5 3.6 1.3 3.8 1.3
Quality 3.8 0.8 4.1 0.8 4.1 0.9 4.4 0.6
Developing dialogue 4.1 0.5 4.2 0.7 4.0 1.1 3.9 1.1
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Most of the participants in the Company B program 
were positive about the project after they shifted the 
focus to the forest management staff and their personal 
development as colleagues and leaders. During the 
meetings, the participants were present and focused, 
while the active interest between the meetings was 
low. A common view was that the commitment of the 
participants would have been greater and that the 
effect on communication with the contractors would 
have been more effective if they had also been involved 
in the project.

Impact on forest management staff. All in Company A 
responded that their understanding of the entire forest 
chain had increased. They described a positive develop
ment, applying the feedback model, and how they still 
considered how the business development dialogue 
should be initiated and implemented. 

We have learned to ask open questions and to have an 
exploratory attitude. (FM B)

However, there was a fear that interest in the issues that 
had been taken seriously during the project was at risk of 
dying out over time. 

We who have been involved in the dialogue project 
have the mindset with us, but it is very difficult to 

implement this with someone who does not know 
what it is about. (FM E)

Most of the participants in Company B expressed 
that they believe in the benefits of the feedback 
model. One challenge was that it was easy to fall back 
into old patterns, especially when one was stressed, 
and if one had not thought through the conversation 
in advance. 

I have become better at listening, turning it around, 
that the performer is the expert and that I ask 
the question, instead of coming up with the answers. 
(FM G)

The participants wondered how to keep the positive 
things alive that emerged during the program. Some 
called for the involvement of senior management. 

I think it would have been good if management had 
been clearer about what they expect. (FM F)

Impact on contractors. Some contractors in Company A 
program said that through a constructive dialogue with 
the other participants they got a holistic perspective on 
the chain. The feedback model was thought of as a 
valuable tool for how to conduct a dialogue. The con
tractors were confident that they had changed their 
behavior. 

Table 3. Work satisfaction before the training program and at three months after end of training, Company B.

Work satisfaction index

Forest management staff Contractors

Before training 
started (n = 6)

3-months follow-up 
after completion of 

training (n = 6)
Before training 
started (n = 8)

3-months follow-up 
after completion of 

training (n = 8)

M Sd M Sd M Sd M Sd

Follow-up of work 3.2 1.2 3.2 0.9 2.5 1.0 2.3 0.9
Responsibility 4.5 0.7 4.2 0.7 4.2 0.8 3.9 1.0
Stress and health 4.5 0.5 4.0 1.0 3.4 1.4 3.8 1.0
Quality 4.0 0.7 4.1 0.7 4.3 0.8 4.2 0.6
Developing dialogue 3.8 0.8 4.0 0.8 3.9 0.7 3.8 0.9

Table 4. Goal attainment at three months after completion of training.
Company A Company B

Reactions A good step toward increased understanding. Got to know each other better, but commitment would 
have been greater if the contractors had been involved.

Impact on forest management staff
Learning Gained a holistic perspective on logging, and a better understanding of how 

different actors and people work and why.
Did not achieve their learning goals. Some had envisioned a 

ready-made toolbox for how to behave.
Behavior Positive development individually and in the group in terms of providing 

feedback, increasing contact with harvesting teams and initiating dialogue.
Increased trust in the feedback model, but difficulties in 

translating it into concrete action in the field.
Organizational It was difficult to use the methods when meeting someone who had not 

participated in the program.
It was a challenge to integrate the feedback model as a 

natural part of everyday work.
Impact on contractors
Learning It was highlighted that a single meeting with a constructive dialogue often 

contributed to a holistic perspective of the business chain.
Company B contractors had nothing to report as they did 

not participate in the program.
Behavior They were confident that they had changed their behavior in line with the 

feedback model, which was regarded as a valuable tool.
There was no need to improve the relationship with 

production managers.
Organizational A majority used the feedback model also with their own employees. The 

atmosphere within their company was positively affected.
Nothing reported
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I have learned to listen more, then it is easier to have a 
dialogue – a new way of thinking that I think is positive. 
(C G)

Four of the five participating contractors said that they 
had used the feedback method with their employees 
in their own company. Their opinion was that the atmos
phere was positively affected. 

Now we can instead come out into the woods and ask, 
“how did you think it went, are you satisfied with your 
work?” Then the employees become more open and 
want to explain and tell us what they have done. It 
feels like we have received good feedback from all 
sides. (C H)

Company B contractors had nothing to report, for the 
simple reason that they did not participate in the teach
ing and learning activities.

Development of teamwork
The overall picture regarding the relationship between 
the participants in the Company A program was positive 
at the three-month follow-up. They felt that the dialogue 
had increased and worked better with most of those 
who were involved in the program. The relations 
became more open, trusting and professional. At the 
beginning of the project certain topics were sensitive 
to discuss, for example, the quality of the harvest plan. 
At the end of the project, there was less prestige in 
the group, and they solved problems together.

According to the forest management staff, contrac
tors became more knowledgeable and approached con
tract negotiations differently than they had previously, 
making more informed and specific demands. This 
development was viewed positively, despite resulting 
in longer negotiation processes. It is reasonable to 
assume that the improved quality of the contract con
tributed to more favorable financial outcomes for both 
parties.

The sense of teamwork had developed, but there was 
a need to continue quality improvement within 
Company A. Some of the contractors would have liked 
the change to be faster and pointed out that some of 
the forest management staff did not seem to have 
learned from the conversations. They experienced that 
it took a long time to get answers to simple questions, 
and that feedback often seemed to get stuck some
where along the way, so that it did not reach the 
person who carried out a task in the field. 

We have become tighter as a group – we have more 
freedom and can work in the same direction. (C J)

The climate is more open and more trusting – we are 
more comfortable with each other; you can ask a 
“stupid” question. (FM D)

Differences in outcome between forest 
management staff in the two programs
The absence of contractors in Company B’s program 
created a different experience for its participants com
pared to those in Company A. Ultimately, the 
Company B program addressed only one of the four 
originally formulated goals – establishing conditions 
for dialogue and communication – whereas the 
Company A program engaged with all four.

Participants in Company B reported a generally posi
tive experience and stated that they gained valuable 
insights into dialogue and communication applicable 
to their daily work. However, their engagement 
between meetings was low, and they saw little need 
to improve relations with contractors. The supervision 
meetings were nevertheless highly valued, particularly 
when they focused on practical, shared problems that 
fostered group cohesion. The feedback model was con
sidered useful but difficult to apply in practice, especially 
with contractors who did not fully understand its 
purpose.

In contrast, the participation of contractors in the 
Company A program enabled both groups to address 
practical communication challenges together. The 
forest management staff became aware of their own 
difficulties and developed personal coping strategies. 
Practicing the feedback model with contractors 
appeared to increase their confidence in using it, even 
though, as in Company B, they found it challenging to 
apply with individuals unfamiliar with this communica
tive approach. The key element in the learning process 
was the discussion of recognizable, real-world work pro
blems. Participants found the feedback model useful 
and learned to implement fundamental conditions for 
dialogue and communication.

A major distinction between the two programs was 
that the Company A group achieved, at least partially, 
all four program goals. They developed a broader under
standing of the entire forest management chain and a 
deeper appreciation of each other’s working conditions 
and realities, including those of the contractors. Com
pared to Company B, they also identified organizational 
culture elements in need of improvement, particularly 
planning, follow-up, and feedback. Moreover, teamwork 
between contractors and forest management staff 
showed positive development, although some contrac
tors noted that the forest management staff were slow 
to integrate lessons from feedback discussions.

Long-term effects
Seven years is a long time in organizational life. Both 
Company A and Company B had made structural 
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changes in their organization, and the pandemic had 
lasting effects in that forest management staff and con
tractors met less often in person. We wanted to know 
what the participants remembered from the training 
and if any of the positive outcomes from the previous 
follow-up could be observed.

Company A. Both the forest management staff and the 
contractors were aware of the purpose of the program 
and remembered well the core message of the training 
program. They described it in terms of creating knowl
edge about the importance of communication and 
creating understanding of the challenges contractors 
and clients deal with, in order to improve operations 
and profitability for both. 

Better at constructive feedback between the parties, let 
the other person talk to the point, talk until finished, the 
executor reports first. (FM C)

Collaborate, more dialogue. Not just say “What the 
hell!”More dialogue. Everyone should feel like a 
winner. (C I)

Some of the forest management staff said that they still 
used the feedback model. They believed it should be 
more widely applied both internally in the company 
and in collaboration with contractors. The contractors 
still used the feedback model in practice. They said 
that it worked well with employees, other contractors 
and even with competitors. However, they were disap
pointed that it was not applied in practice by 
Company A staff. 

We had constructive conversations. It lives in the sub
conscious; it still carries over into the way we work. 
(FM C)

Yes, it worked in the beginning. Then not so well. Easier 
with our own staff. We use it often with our own staff. It 
lives there. (C H)

The forest management staff identified high staff turn
over and less physical meetings as factors that pre
vented dialogue competence from developing in the 
company. It was suggested that the model should be 
introduced to new employees in combination with 
some kind of refresher for those who already know 
about the model. The contractors had the experience 
that communication worked well shortly after the 
end of the program, but that the positive 
outcome gradually faded. Some of the contractors 
were quite frustrated. However, on the positive side, 
it must be added that some contractors have used 
the feedback model in their own companies with 
their own staff. 

Contractors think it’s worse now. The digital and the 
pandemic contributed to fewer physical meetings 
now. It makes it harder with business skills which are 
based on trust and good relationships. Also difficult to 
convey this attitude to the new staff. (FM A)

In our own company, things have gone well. The dialo
gue project has been useful in our own company. … The 
program worked well for us and for a few among the 
forest management staff. (C G)

Company B. The forest management staff remem
bered the purpose of the program in terms of 
improving communication between contractors and 
forest management staff. They also remembered 
that the core message was about feedback, but 
some needed to be reminded to be able to remem
ber exactly how the dialogue was supposed to be 
structured. The contractors had only a vague idea 
about the program and could not give any 
example of effects of the program in their relation
ship with forest management staff. 

About feedback. How it is received. How different 
people react. (FM D)

It was about increasing the understanding between 
those in the field and the forest management staff. 
Don’t know what the training was about or what they 
learned. (C J)

The forest management staff said that the program had 
a lasting effect on how they worked together as a group 
and in relation to contractors and their employees. They 
thought that they had kept the dialogue alive and were 
listening more. The contractors could not identify any 
behavioral changes as an effect of the program but 
were satisfied with the relationship with the forest man
agement staff. 

It got better, not the same group anymore, but we are 
better at listening to each other. This comes up regularly 
in courses. (FM D)

We haven’t noticed anything. No, nothing that I remem
ber. … . Pretty much daily telephone contact with the 
forest management staff. (C P)

The forest management staff indicated that they 
had made significant progress; however, they noted 
a lack of support and insight from senior manage
ment. They believed that if dialogue adds value, it 
constitutes a management and governance issue 
that requires follow-up and implementation. Contrac
tors reported a decline in their relationship with the 
forest management staff, attributing this change to 
organizational restructuring rather than the 
program itself. Additionally, they expressed concerns 
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regarding the younger forest management staff’s 
insufficient knowledge of forest areas. 

The process is too little in focus, only performance 
targets. We should allow the contractor to take owner
ship, but we are not there. The practitioner is an 
expert. We should be more open to dialogue. But we 
are not there. (FM F)

The production supervisors’ work would be much 
easier if the planners had done the right thing. 
After the restructuring, there are “more downspouts 
and less gutters” at Company B. The different parts 
are not in contact. There was better coordination 
before. (C O)

Analysis of hypotheses

Increased understanding of the forestry value chain 
and of each other’s working conditions gave the 
program meaning for participants and fostered 
trust in both course management and one another. 
The findings thus support Hypothesis 1: effective 
and sustainable collaboration between contractors 
and forest management staff requires (1) a shared 
understanding of the entire forest value chain and 
(2) insight into each other’s working conditions and 
practical realities.

Forest management staff in Company A initially 
viewed the feedback model positively. Nevertheless, its 
use declined over time. This outcome relates to Hypoth
esis 2, which concerns the availability of resources, time, 
ongoing skills development, and senior management 
support, outlined in the program theory. These con
ditions were met during the training program period. 
However, after the training program concluded, 
support for dialogue skills diminished; such skills were 
perceived as incongruent with the broader organiz
ational culture. There was insufficient time to consoli
date learning, no structured opportunities for 
continued exchange of experiences, and no active 
engagement from senior management in sustaining 
these competencies. This case study suggests that 
long-term resource allocation and broader organiz
ational involvement are essential for sustaining such 
programs. Acceptance of a dialogical approach and the 
normalization of feedback practices require engage
ment beyond a small local unit and commitment at 
the organizational level.

Most of the criteria for effective teamwork appeared 
to be met at the short-term follow-up of the Company 
A project. Participants reported that collaboration had 
improved, becoming more open and characterized by 
greater mutual trust, thereby supporting Hypothesis 
3a. Developing teamwork between representatives of 

different systems requires the active participation of 
members from both systems.

At the long-term follow-up, however, team spirit 
appeared to have weakened. The program theory 
should therefore be supplemented with a factor fre
quently emphasized in team development research: 
the need for regular evaluation, follow-up meetings, 
and feedback on team processes (Hackman 2002; West 
2012; Salas et al. 2025). Without scheduled opportunities 
to reflect on collaboration, teamwork tends to deterio
rate over time. The absence of such follow-up was one 
reason for the decline in teamwork. A second reason, 
noted in connection with Hypothesis 2, was the lack of 
organizational support.

Participants in Company B attempted to apply the 
skills they had developed in their interactions with con
tractors but encountered difficulties due to the contrac
tors’ limited understanding of the revised approach. 
Support for Hypothesis 3b – concerning how skills are 
manifested in interactions with members of other 
systems – was therefore weak, particularly given that 
the contexts of the two training programs were similar 
in the assessed dimensions.

Participants in both training programs emphasized 
the importance of explicitly linking course content to 
the challenges of their daily work and reacted negatively 
when the material was perceived as overly theoretical. 
Thus, Hypothesis 4, that training should be grounded 
in participants’ everyday work experiences, was 
supported.

From the interview responses, it appears that the 
trainer in Company B devoted substantial time at 
the outset to explaining the work’s theoretical basis 
and providing instructions, which many participants 
perceived as overly theoretical. The underlying 
issue, however, was a mismatch between partici
pants’ expectations for a ready-made toolbox for 
handling specific situations and the trainer’s aim of 
teaching the fundamentals of dialogue, such as 
active listening and mutual reflection within a 
dynamic process. Program theory should emphasize 
preparing participants to ensure understanding of 
training objectives and methods.

The tension between participants’ desire for explicit 
behavioral guidance and the trainer’s focus on dialogue 
fundamentals did not surface immediately. Trainers 
must foster a sense of safety essential for group learning; 
however, this can inadvertently delay the surfacing of 
latent conflicts. Overemphasis on neutral topics early 
can hinder meaningful development, as progress 
depends on addressing and processing conflictual 
themes (Hypothesis 5). Achieving this balance requires 
careful judgment of the group’s readiness to engage in 
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conflict, a challenge successfully navigated in Company 
B when training shifted toward teamwork among forest 
management staff.

Hypothesis 5, that a training program aiming to instill 
new attitudes and ways of working proceeds through 
phases before trust and accountability are established, 
was only partly investigated but supported by the 
Company B process. The need to address emerging 
conflicts early should be explicitly integrated into 
program theory, alongside maintaining structure and 
regularly reinforcing training objectives, thereby facili
tating the constructive surfacing and processing of 
latent conflicts (Wheelan 2005).

Refined program theory

Based on the analysis of outcomes and basic 
assumptions, hypotheses, we propose the following 
context-mechanism-outcome (CMO) configuration to 
guide the future implementation of training pro
grams aimed at strengthening dialogue and estab
lishing structured processes for business 
development discussions.

Context

. Collaboration between forest management staff and 
contractors occurs within complex interdependent 
systems.

. Participants have diverse expectations, experiences, 
and understandings of each other’s roles and the 
broader forestry value chain.

. Organizational support, resources, and culture 
influence the sustainability of learned behaviors.

Mechanisms

1. Shared understanding and insight: Increasing partici
pants’ comprehension of the forestry value chain and 
each other’s working conditions fosters meaning, 
trust, and mutual accountability.

2. Dialogical skill development: Structured training in 
dialogue fundamentals (active listening, reflection, 
feedback) promotes new attitudes and collaborative 
behaviors, provided participants are adequately pre
pared and expectations aligned.

3. Practical grounding: Linking training content expli
citly to participants’ everyday work enhances 
engagement and perceived relevance.

4. Psychological safety and conflict processing: Facilitat
ing early recognition and constructive engagement 
with conflicts enables deeper group learning and 
trust-building.

5. Sustained support and reinforcement: Regular 
follow-up, evaluation, and organizational backing 
consolidate learning and maintain collaborative prac
tices over time.

Outcomes

. Short-term: Improved openness, mutual trust, and 
teamwork across participants.

. Medium-term: Application of dialogical skills in cross- 
system interactions, contingent on contextual align
ment and partner readiness.

. Long-term: Enduring collaboration and normalized 
feedback practices, dependent on continued organiz
ational support, structured reflection, and phased 
development of trust and accountability.

Causal pathway
When participants are adequately prepared, training is 
grounded in real work challenges, and organizational 
support is present, dialogical skill development and 
shared understanding are activated, fostering trust and 
improved collaboration. Over time, sustainability of out
comes requires reinforcement through follow-up, feed
back, and continued organizational engagement.

Corollaries

. Early mismatch between participant expectations and 
training goals can undermine engagement; explicit 
preparation and expectation-setting are crucial.

. Neutral or overly theoretical content early in training 
may inhibit conflict engagement and deeper learning; 
trainers must balance safety with challenge.

. Without regular evaluation and reinforcement, team
work and dialogical behaviors tend to erode, high
lighting the importance of ongoing organizational 
support.
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Discussion

To our knowledge, this is the first realist evaluation of a 
forestry-industry training program designed to 
strengthen contractor-client dialogue. Although team 
training has consistently been shown to improve team
work processes and performance (Kluger and DeNisi 
1996; Salas et al. 2008; Salas et al. 2013; Eklof and 
Ahlborg Jr 2016; Lee 2022; Salas et al. 2025), research 
on interventions aimed at improving collaboration 
across organizational boundaries remains limited. Exist
ing studies primarily focus on managers’ boundary- 
spanning roles in multiteam systems (e.g. Moynihan 
and Ingraham 2004), rather than on developing dialogi
cal skills among operational personnel. Our findings 
therefore extend knowledge on both contractor collab
oration in forestry and interorganizational teamwork 
more broadly.

A central finding was that improving collaboration 
between contractors and forest managers requires 
active participation from both parties. To support this 
conclusion, we first established that Companies A and 
B were comparable in contextual factors likely to 
influence collaboration. Structural and organizational 
characteristics, job satisfaction, and the frequency and 
nature of operational disruptions, including the time 
required to resolve them, were similar across the 

companies. Although the influence of unmeasured 
factors, such as organizational culture or historical 
working relationships, cannot be excluded, the 
findings indicate that dialogue training is unlikely to 
produce its intended outcomes unless both contractors 
and forest managers participate. This interpretation 
aligns with Döös and Wilhelmson’s (2011) argument 
that collective learning emerges through the reciprocal 
imprinting of participants within a shared arena of 
action.

Company A achieved all interim program goals 
except fully cohesive teamwork, which was only partly 
realized. Contractors and forest managers reported 
increased understanding of the forestry value chain 
and of each other’s working conditions. Both groups 
also identified dialogue and its practical application as 
key learning outcomes, and these perceptions remained 
remarkably consistent between the three-month and 
seven-year follow-ups, indicating sustained changes in 
participants’ understanding. The findings from the 
short-term follow-up are consistent with previous 
research, whereas studies examining long-term out
comes remain scarce (Salas et al. 2012; Barrios-Fleitas 
et al. 2026).

Both interventions highlighted the need to 
strengthen routines for planning, follow-up, and feed
back. Given the high turnover among production 

Figure 1. The image illustrates a conceptual framework detailing the development and outcomes of a program, emphasizing the 
importance of dialogue, psychological safety, and sustained 
support for fostering trust and collaboration within an organization.
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managers, systematic onboarding to the feedback 
model is likely to be essential for maintaining improve
ments. More broadly, sustained implementation 
depends on continued senior management commit
ment. Without active leadership support for a dialogical 
culture throughout the organization, anticipated 
improvements in collaboration and profitability are unli
kely to be fully realized (Edmondson 1999; Schein 2010).

A key feature of the training was the principle that the 
person performing the work is best positioned to evalu
ate its quality. This approach assumes an organizational 
culture in which practical experience is recognized as a 
legitimate source of expertise, irrespective of formal 
education or hierarchical position. In both companies, 
however, expertise appeared to be associated primarily 
with managerial roles, making the dialogical approach 
unfamiliar to many participants. Because this perspec
tive challenges established norms regarding expertise 
and authority, its implementation requires explicit 
support from senior management (Moullin et al. 2018).

The long-term sustainability of the intervention was 
most evident among the contractors. Among Company 
A contractors, the feedback model remained in active 
use seven years after the training, both within their 
own organizations and in collaboration with other con
tractors. This sustained use may partly be explained by 
the fact that participants were owner-managers with 
the authority to implement organizational changes. It 
may also reflect a perceived long-term contribution of 
the model to organizational profitability.

According to the forest management staff, contrac
tors became more knowledgeable and approached con
tract negotiations in a more informed and constructive 
manner than before. Although negotiations required 
more time, this development was viewed positively 
because it reflected greater mutual understanding and 
more balanced discussions. From a business perspective, 
longer but higher-quality negotiations may improve 
decision quality, strengthen trust between partners, 
and facilitate agreements that better align operational 
expectations. Over time, these relational benefits may 
reduce misunderstandings, conflicts, and coordination 
costs, thereby contributing to more efficient collabor
ation and improved organizational performance, pro
vided that trust is maintained (Mayer et al. 1995; 
Zaheer et al. 1998).

However, maintaining trust requires ongoing inter
personal interaction beyond the negotiation process 
itself. At the seven-year follow-up, participants 
expressed concern, and in some cases frustration, that 
the increased use of digital tools had reduced the fre
quency of face-to-face interactions between contractors 
and forest managers. They perceived that this 

development was diminishing forest managers’ practical 
understanding of contractors’ day-to-day work, poten
tially undermining mutual trust. This finding highlights 
an important managerial challenge associated with the 
digitalization of collaborative work. Although digital 
technologies and online meetings offer advantages in 
terms of convenience, flexibility, and cost efficiency, 
they may also weaken the social ties that underpin 
long-term business relationships. A key characteristic 
of effective teamwork is reflexivity – that is, opportu
nities for collective reflection, discussion, and feedback 
on collaborative processes (Hackman 2002; West 2012). 
Previous research has similarly highlighted these chal
lenges while identifying promising approaches for 
strengthening online communication and supporting 
effective team processes in increasingly digital work 
environments (Keppler and Leonardi 2023; Barrios- 
Fleitas et al. 2026).

A key implementation challenge was the mismatch 
between the trainer’s intention to provide practical 
learning experiences through a structured approach 
and participants’ perception of the program as overly 
theoretical. This discrepancy was likely reinforced by par
ticipants’ limited involvement in the preparatory phase, 
resulting in unclear expectations and an insufficient 
understanding of the program’s purpose and methods. 
The implementation challenges observed in Company 
B might have been reduced through clearer alignment 
between the trainer and the company and more 
thorough participant preparation before the program 
commenced (Lencioni 2002; Salas et al. 2013). Accord
ingly, the program theory places greater emphasis on 
participant preparation to establish a shared under
standing of the program’s objectives, rationale, and 
training methods.

Overall, the findings indicate that dialogue training is 
most effective when implemented as an organizational 
change process rather than as a stand-alone educational 
intervention. Successful implementation involves practi
cal work before, during, and after the training to inte
grate dialogue into everyday organizational practice. 
This includes preparing participants, communicating 
the purpose and expected outcomes of the initiative, 
and creating opportunities to apply and reflect on dialo
gue in daily work. Managers play a central role through
out the implementation process by allocating time and 
resources, modeling dialogical behaviors, embedding 
dialogue and feedback into regular work routines, and 
reinforcing learning through continuous follow-up and 
reflection. Training should be closely connected to par
ticipants’ everyday work, foster a shared understanding 
of the forestry value chain, develop dialogical compe
tencies, and provide psychologically safe opportunities 
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to engage in constructive conflict. Trainers support 
implementation by aligning participant expectations, 
balancing conceptual input with practical exercises, 
facilitating group development, and adapting the train
ing to participants’ evolving needs and organizational 
context.

Methodological issues

Within the realist-evaluation tradition, mixed qualitative 
and quantitative data are preferred. We initially planned 
to supplement interviews with questionnaires and the 
Timeline Follow-Back method but could not collect 
enough data for meaningful quantitative analysis. None
theless, the available data provided valuable contextual 
information and contributed to meaningful comparisons 
between the two companies. The absence of objective 
outcome data is a limitation; consequently, conclusions 
about the program theory rest primarily on interview 
analyses.

Qualitative sample adequacy was justified using the 
concept of information power. Malterud et al. (2016) 
argue that smaller qualitative samples are appropriate 
when a study has high information power, reflected in 
a narrow aim, high sample specificity, use of established 
theory, strong interview dialogue, and a case-based ana
lytic strategy. This study met the proposed criteria, 
except that it used cross-case rather than case-based 
analysis. Accordingly, including 14–16 participants per 
program at each wave (6–8 at the seven-year follow- 
up due to attrition) was considered adequate for quali
tative analysis.

The program theory was reconstructed retrospec
tively from the preexisting training design rather than 
developed prospectively, representing a departure 
from standard realist evaluation practice. Although the 
initial theory captured the program’s main theoretical 
assumptions, it did not fully conform to context-mech
anism-outcome (CMO) logic. Comparing observed out
comes with intended goals enabled refinement of the 
program theory, resulting in a clearer CMO-informed 
framework that more accurately reflects the program 
and provides a practical resource for future 
implementation.

A training program based on the proposed 
program theory should be accompanied by a 
research team that evaluates its effects using quanti
tative and qualitative methods, including economic 
analyses. Real-world observational approaches, such 
as shadowing participants in their daily work, could 
complement these methods by providing rich con
textual data. Together, these approaches would 
enable a more comprehensive assessment of the 

program’s effects on organizational culture and 
financial outcomes.

Conclusion

Strengthening collaboration between forestry contrac
tors and forest managers requires participation from 
both parties and the integration of dialogue and feed
back into everyday work. In this study, the training 
increased participants’ understanding of the forestry 
value chain and of each other’s working conditions, 
while the feedback model remained in use among 
contractors and a small number of forest managers 
seven years after the intervention. However, maintain
ing these changes required management support, rou
tines for planning, follow-up and feedback, and 
opportunities for continued interpersonal interaction. 
The findings therefore indicate that dialogue training 
is unlikely to produce lasting changes in contractor- 
client collaboration when implemented as a stand- 
alone educational intervention; its effects depend on 
whether the participating organizations incorporate 
the learned practices into their regular ways of 
working.
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